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Chapter 1


 


Adrian was putting his coat on while his little girl looked
up at him with a slight pout. As her nanny, Luna, came in, Nessie told her
where he was going.


"Daddy is going to look at a man," Nessie said
reinterpreting what Adrian had told her. She was only three and loved going
places with him, but today she was staying home.


"I said I was going to see a man," Adrian said, but of course Nessie didn't see the difference.


With his shoes and coat on, he bent down and gave Nessie a
kiss. "Be good for Luna. I'll be back a little later."


"Bye, Daddy," Nessie said with a two handed wave,
and then she and Luna walked him to the door.


Getting into his car, Adrian was already losing the good
feeling Nessie gave him just by being her little self. He didn't know what to
expect from his visit to Milner & Dunn Investigations, and he wasn't
looking forward to it. But one of those names was his own, so he needed to have
a look at the place.


Arthur Milner, his great-uncle, was a partner in the
business, a silent one. When he died, Adrian inherited half the business, but
he had no idea what he owned. Milner & Dunn wasn't a normal private
investigation firm. According to what he heard, it specialized in supernatural
investigations. In other words, it was a scam.


Why in hell would his great-uncle put his money into
something like that much less put his name on it?


That's why Adrian was going to visit the office of this PI
firm. Before he sold his share of it, he wanted to find out what they did there
and how they got his great-uncle involved in it.


 


At first glance, the offices that bore the name Milner &
Dunn were not sleazy looking. The firm was located in a small shopping center
between an antique store and a bookstore. Milner & Dunn took up the first
and second floors of a narrow building.


The first floor was a lobby with an unoccupied desk and club
chairs in the waiting area. It was decorated in beige and navy blue, in other
words, inoffensive. Going up the stairs, Adrian saw a spacious outer office
with another unoccupied desk and another waiting area. There were two office
doors. One was unmarked, the other was marked simply Dunn.


Imagining what kind of sleazy conman he would be dealing
with, Adrian took a deep breath before he knocked.


"Come in," a deep voice said and Adrian opened the
door gingerly. A smiling, good-looking guy was sitting behind the desk, asking,
"What kind of trouble can I help you with?"


The man was beyond handsome, dark hair and short beard,
incredibly luminous light brown eyes and a body that Adrian was dying to see
naked. And he was asking what the trouble was.


The trouble was him, but Adrian didn't say so. "I'm
Adrian Milner. I tried making an appointment, but no one was answering the
phones."


"Milner as in?" Dunn pointed at a photo on the
wall of him with Great-Uncle Arthur.


"My great-uncle," Adrian said simply and watched
Dunn realize what that meant.


"My new partner," he said cheerfully and Adrian groaned inwardly.


"Not for long. I'd like you to buy me out," Adrian stated firmly. He came here planning to ask questions about the business, find out
why his great-uncle wanted to be involved with it, but now that he was looking
at Dunn with his arrogant good looks, he was only interested in getting out of
there and never having to see him again. This guy was looking at Adrian like he couldn't make up his mind if he should pick his pocket or strip him naked or
both.


"Not possible," Dunn said in answer to his demand.
"I can't get the money, and it's not part of my agreement with
Arthur."


Adrian was curious about that agreement, but he stayed
focused on his goal. "I just want out of this... business or whatever it
is."


"You don't have to be involved," Dunn said.
"You can be a silent partner like Arthur."


"My name is on the door. It reflects on me," Adrian pointed out.


"You mean reflects badly on you," Dunn said, then
he threaded his fingers together and leaned forward. "Because I'm a
conman."


It wasn't a question so Adrian didn't bother answering.
"You can borrow the money to buy me out."


"Can I? I don't know about that, but I'm not eager to
buy you out anyway," Dunn said like he enjoyed denying him and toying with
him, and that's exactly why Adrian wanted out of this.


"Wouldn't you rather be the sole owner, so you can do
things your own way?" Adrian asked him.


"Arthur never interfered in the business," Dunn
said.


"I'm not him. If my name is going to be on the door,
I'll want to make sure the business is run properly. Have a look at the books
and check out your methods to make sure that business is being conducted
ethically." Adrian meant it as a threat and Dunn didn't miss his meaning.


He smiled ruefully then stood up abruptly and buttoned his
jacket. "In that case, you'll want to accompany me and see how things are
done," he said. He headed for the door and when Adrian didn't follow him,
he turned back. "Come on. I just called your bluff. Are you already
backing down?"


Adrian wasn't ready to capitulate just yet. "And where
would we be going?" he asked as Dunn went into the outer office and got
his coat.


"To see a client," Dunn said. He pulled his coat
on while walking down the stairs and actually filled Adrian in on what the
client wanted. "Lloyd McKay doesn't want his Christmas dinner ruined by
some apparition that's been haunting his new house. He did a lot of remodeling
before he moved in, gutted the place, so he didn't think he needed a cleansing.
And you see how that turned out. Remodeled or not, a place that old, of course
it has to be cleansed."


While he prattled on, Adrian stared at the back of his head
in disbelief. Did Dunn even believe what he was saying?


Outside, Dunn headed for a black Jag. "We'll take my
car. You can drive," Dunn said and tossed him the keys.


Rather than catch them, Adrian took a step back so the keys
wouldn't hit him.


"What, you can't catch? Or you can't drive?" Dunn
asked.


"Neither. I just don't want to be your chauffeur,"
  Adrian informed him.


"Don't you want to make yourself useful? It's not like
you can exorcise ghosts," Dunn said.


"You can't either. Because they don't exist," Adrian told him.


Dunn sighed and bent down to pick up the keys. "Fine.
I'll play chauffeur."


"So this guy is worried that a ghost is going to upend
his Christmas dinner? This is what you do?" Adrian asked as he got into
his car.


"Yes. I give my wealthy clients peace of mind."


"Whether their problem is real or not," Adrian added.


"You can't have that attitude while I'm working,"
Dunn told him and gave him a stern look.


"Will my disbelief interfere with you ghost
hunting?" Adrian asked.


"No, it will annoy me."


 


They arrived in front of a mansion which looked quite old
and stately from the outside, and Adrian couldn't wait to see what horrendous
things had been done to it on the inside. During the drive he only had time for
a quick online search that told him that Lloyd McKay was loaded and that he was
also good-looking.


Then he got to see that for himself as the client, Lloyd
McKay, opened the door to them and launched into a hug that Dunn returned
warmly.


Though far from young, Lloyd was a silver fox. He had looks
and money, no wonder Dunn was all over him. Plus he was obviously gullible.


"I know, I know. You're going to lecture me for not
having you in for a cleansing, but I was in a rush to get the decorating done
then this dinner had to be planned," Lloyd said while standing in the
doorway and giving Dunn a pleading look.


"As long as you learned your lesson," Dunn told
him mock sternly.


Now Lloyd noticed Adrian for the first time. "Oh, a new
assistant. Wonderful," he said.


"Yes, this is Adrian," Dunn confirmed falsely so
that Adrian had to correct Lloyd's mistake.


"I'm not his assistant. I'm his business partner,
Adrian Milner. Unless you'd like to buy me out," he said.


Lloyd took that as a joke, which it wasn't, and laughed
while inviting them in. Inside, the house was nicely decorated but it was also
brand new, unlived in.


Dunn complimented everything, all sorts of touches and Lloyd
ate it up. Then Lloyd actually started talking about why he needed Dunn as he
led the way to the kitchen. "Every single thing in the fridge was
spoiled," Lloyd said. So it turned out he had a broken fridge, which was a
solvable problem. And at least appliance repair was an honest profession unlike
pretending to bust ghosts.


Then Dunn asked him what Adrian had been thinking.
"Could your fridge just be on the fritz?"


Lloyd denied it. "No, it's brand new and top of the
line."


"That doesn't mean it can't break," Dunn pointed
out reasonably.


"Even if the fridge did break, food doesn't rot in a
matter of hours," Lloyd said. "What the maid found was horrific.
Putrid, liquefied. I had to have the whole fridge out of here and got a new
one. I can't have that sort of thing happen at my Christmas dinner. Please do
your thing and get rid of the nasty intruder."


"I'll see what I can do. Now tell me what else
happened," Dunn said.


"The knives. They're always being stuck into things,
bread, apples, cheese, chicken," Lloyd said and Adrian noticed that those
were all things that normally get cut with knives. But there was more to the list.
"Milk jugs, orange juice cartons. Then there are the eggs. I haven't had
an egg in days. They always end up broken. Then the oven was turned on to the
highest temperature right when Wanda was baking my poppy seed muffins."


"Wanda is the maid, right? Could Wanda possibly be
disgruntled?" Dunn asked, again saying what Adrian had just been thinking.


"So she's attacking my food with knives and setting my
poor poppy seed muffins on fire?". Lloyd shook his head. "No.
Never."


Dunn seemed skeptical, though not as skeptical as Adrian. "What else?" he asked.


"Broken china, the everyday stuff and the fine bone
china I got on my trip to Ireland. Bent silverware."


"Anything outside the kitchen?" Dunn asked.


"The fine china and the silverware were in the dining
room hutch," Lloyd said.


"Then it's all been in the kitchen and dining
room," Dunn said as he stepped out into the hall.


"No. My liquor cabinet in the living room was
absolutely devastated," Lloyd said and motioned toward a set of double
doors. "The pantry was a disaster. But the worst thing was last Sunday. I
woke up to a horrific cracking noise and then I nearly broke my neck coming
down the stairs. Every step on the stairway was cracked in half and the railing
was pulled off, just hanging there. I had to have people in to replace the
whole thing and it was brand new."


"If things are this bad, why didn't you call me
sooner?" Dunn asked.


"I was embarrassed because I didn't call you when I
should have. And I'm sorry about that, by the way," Lloyd said.


"Alright. You did call me in the end so all is
forgiven," Dunn told him sweetly and Adrian used all his self-control to
keep from rolling his eyes. "My assistant, Adrian, and I will do an
evaluation of the issue now."


"I'm not your assistant," Adrian told him, but once
again something true he said only made Lloyd laugh.


He went off leaving Adrian to glare at Dunn, who now began
to wander around the man's house starting with the downstairs. While he poked
around, looked at empty corners and up at light fixtures with the same interest
as featureless ceilings, Adrian watched him. He wanted to see how far Dunn
would go with this charade now that Lloyd wasn't there.


But as Adrian stared at him, he couldn't help noticing the
flex of his muscles under his suit, the curve of his ass as his jacket rose
when he reached up to touch a spot high up on a wall for some reason. Of course
his eyes were amazing too and his lips, but he was a terrible person, who
swindled people, and that's what mattered most.


Then Adrian caught sight of his own reflection in a mirror.
Broad shoulders, dirty blond hair, and a generous beard that his friend Kayla
accused him of using to hide behind. Then there were his serious, slate blue
eyes which flashed with reactions he was terrible at hiding, and told everyone
that he was stiff and closed-minded, no fun. So what was he doing chasing after
a man who pretended to hunt ghosts?


Dunn was very committed to the pretense. He examined the
stairs next, though they were probably just not built right in the first place
and that's why they cracked. But Dunn was looking at each one, practically
crawling up the stairs though the ones that got damaged had clearly been
replaced. The whole time, Adrian was getting a really good look at his ass.


Dunn was working way too hard putting on an act for Adrian's sake. Unless he was doing it for the benefit of cameras.


"Does this place have cameras?" Adrian wondered.


"They aren't very useful when it comes to
apparitions," Dunn said from the top of the stairs. "Come on up. Just
because most of the activity seemed to be downstairs doesn't mean that the
upstairs is clear."


"Right," Adrian said while shaking his head but
went upstairs anyway.


There was nothing to see up there either, only recently
remodeled, expensively decorated rooms and Dunn looking at nothing. He did
notice that one of the guest rooms was being used.


"I'll need to let Lloyd know to have everyone out for
the cleansing. The owner can be present or not, but no one else," Dunn
explained like he expected Adrian to take this seriously.


After the upstairs, Dunn looked at the attic, the basement
and the garage and he even took Adrian on a walk through the grounds, which was
kind of pleasant. Now he was driving them back to Milner & Dunn offices so Adrian could pick up his car.


"I didn't sense anything dangerous or hostile over
there. But there was the potential for something. Anyway, I'll be doing the
cleansing tomorrow. I assume you want to be there for that," Dunn said and
gave him a small smirk.


"But you said extra people shouldn't be present, only
the owner if they want," Adrian reminded him and gave him a smirk of his
own.


Dunn chuckled. "That doesn't apply to my
assistant."


"You need to stop calling me that," Adrian said. Then he remembered the empty office and no one answering the phones and he
wondered, "Why exactly are you so short-staffed?"


"More like no staffed, my receptionist and my assistant
both quit," Dunn said.


"Because you're a terrible boss?" Adrian asked.


"I guess so," Dunn said and Adrian thought he
detected a note of hurt in his voice. So he took their quitting personally,
though he probably also caused it.


"As my partner, you could resolve my staffing issues,
do some hiring," Dunn said.


"No, thank you." He wasn't looking to get more
involved in this questionable business.


"Then what good are you exactly?" Dunn challenged
him.


"Feel free to buy me out," Adrian told him.


"I'll be doing the cleansing right at noon, be here and
you can drive me to Lloyd's," Dunn said as they pulled up in front of his
office.


"I won't play your driver, but I'll be here," Adrian said. He wanted to see what kind of show Dunn would put on for the main event.






Chapter 2


 


"You're going to what?" his friend Kayla
practically screamed in his ear when he told her he was going to attend a
cleansing.


"I told you what kind of business I got stuck with.
Today I'm going to see this nonsense in action," Adrian told her gruffly.


"Try and have fun with it. Don't just glower at
everyone," she told him.


"Everyone? It's only going to be me and my business
partner plus the client," he informed her. "And this will not be a
fun activity, just a con job in action."


"Be more open-minded," she said to him.


"Showing up is as open-minded as I can be," he
told her. Even that was too much, and Adrian was sure it wouldn't be happening
if Dunn didn't make him lose his head.


 


When Adrian arrived at the offices of that sham of an
investigation agency, there was still no one at either the reception desk or
the desk outside Dunn's office. Adrian did see something new. There was now a
name on the door of the other office upstairs. It was Adrian Milner. Dunn was
going all out calling his bluff, but Adrian still wasn't ready to back down.


Before he could knock, Dunn opened his office door while
putting on his suit jacket with one arm and holding a phone to his ear with the
other.


"We'll be there soon," he said and hung up then
looked Adrian up and down. "A good assistant would help me with all this,
phone calls, my jacket, my coat." He pointed it out hanging on the coat rack.


"Is this why your people quit, because you couldn't
dress yourself without help?" Adrian asked.


"Well, today you'll be playing my assistant and you'll
need to do a better job," Dunn said.


"Only one of us will be putting on an act. I'll only be
there to observe," Adrian told him.


"All right then, let's go," Dunn said resignedly.


 


Getting into the car with him, Adrian noticed that he didn't
have the same nice scent as last time. He had smelled of something green with
woodsy, masculine undertones. Today he had a sharper scent, still green but
more like sage and something else. Not that Adrian was memorizing the man's
various scents.


"Don't you have any questions?" Dunn asked.


"Many," Adrian said, but he didn't bother asking
because he didn't expect any real answers from Dunn.


Dunn told him a few things anyway. "For starters, Lloyd
doesn't want to be there. He's taking his mother out to lunch. He cleared the
place for us." That meant that Dunn wouldn't be putting on as much of a
show. Probably a good thing.


 


Arriving in front of Lloyd's mansion, Adrian noticed that
all the windows were standing open.


"That's for the cleansing," Dunn said as he got
out of the car. "To give the place fresh air and light and to give the
spirit an easy exit."


Getting out too, Adrian started to feel like he was an
accomplice to a crime. Then Lloyd came out to greet them, saying, "Thank
you, thank you so much for doing this. You're an angel. You're saving my
Christmas. I'll finally be able to start putting up the decorations and the
tree without worrying."


"So are you staying for the cleansing after all?"
Dunn asked him.


"Oh, no. I'm on my way out. I just wanted to tell you
how much I appreciate this," Lloyd said as a car pulled out of the garage
and he went over to it.


As the car drove away, Dunn frowned and looked up at the
house. "Same as before. The presence I'm sensing doesn't seem hostile, but
the vibe is different. Like there isn't even the potential for anything
sinister."


Did Dunn really expect to convince him with all this talk
about what he was 'sensing'? As it was, Adrian had been on the verge of walking
away before seeing how grateful Lloyd was.


Lloyd was the one who believed he had a ghost and asked for
the cleansing. It might put his mind at ease to have it done, but Adrian still wasn't comfortable with it.


Following Dunn inside, Adrian felt like the house had a
different vibe now that it was empty and all its windows and doors stood open.
Oh great, he was letting Dunn put ideas in his head. The house was exactly the
same except it was drafty and cold in there now.


Stopping in the foyer, Dunn took a bundle of herbs from his
coat pocket. So that was the different scent Adrian had noticed, not that he
should be paying that much attention to how he smelled.


Dunn lit the herbs on fire, then blew out the flame. The
bundle of herbs let off a thin ribbon of smoke. Now he started waving them
around while saying, "Spirit who dwells here, your time has passed. This
is not your home any longer. It's time for you to leave this place. Find your
home away from here. Find your peace."


From the foyer, he moved to a sitting room and repeated
pretty much the same spiel while waving the smoking herbs into every corner.
After he did it a third time in a third room, Adrian had to ask him, "So what,
you politely ask the ghost to maybe possibly consider leaving if it doesn't
mind?"


"I'm reasoning with it. I told you that it doesn't seem
hostile." Dunn moved on to the next room.


Was he really going to go through every room in the house
like this? Yes. Yes, he was. He kept waving the herbs and talking to the ghost,
reasoning with it.


Toward the end of it, he sounded hoarse, and Adrian's ears were ringing with the words he was repeating. If he were a ghost, he would
have vacated the premises just so he wouldn't have to hear them again.


Dunn finally finished by the front door, on the other side
from where he started. As they stepped outside, Dunn declared. "It left.
It left peacefully."


Of course nothing left because there was nothing there, but Adrian still asked, "Then why do you look troubled? You did your thing."


"That apparition clinging on here left so
peacefully," he said, but Adrian just couldn't take him seriously.


"You mean the non-existent apparition?"


Dunn gave him a scathing look then continued. "It
didn't have the anger, the determination to interfere in our world. It was like
a mouse. It didn't have the capacity for violence, for destruction."


"So?" Adrian asked not that he wanted to hear any
more made up nonsense.


"I cleansed the house of the apparition, but I don't
think I solved the real problem," Dunn said.


"That's because the real problem was a broken fridge, a
disgruntled maid and some criminally bad workmanship on the stairs," Adrian told him with a huff.


"Is that right?" Dunn grumbled and then got in the
car. While stewing over Adrian's skepticism, he was driving them back to the
office, but Adrian got a text from Luna.


"Can you drop me off at Owl Tree Shopping Center?"
  Adrian asked. "I'm meeting someone for lunch. I'll pick up my car
later."


"And you're in a rush because I made you late?"
Dunn asked.


"No. They're early and I don't want them to have to
wait," Adrian told him.


"OK then. I'll play your chauffeur a little
longer," Dunn said like he was asking for a major favor.


"It's not even out of your way. It's the next street
over from your office," Adrian told him.


At that Dunn gave him a sideways look. "So I'm not owed
any gratitude?"


Adrian grumbled then relented since Dunn was right.
"Thank you. I appreciate you going two seconds out of your way for
me."


When they got there, Luna and Nessie were waiting right on
the corner. Nessie's strawberry blond curls were half hidden under a knit cap
and she had mittens on her hands.


Adrian told Dunn he could pull over. As he stopped by the
curb, Adrian saw Luna pointing him out and Nessie looking everywhere except at
him. "Look at her looking around. She can't tell it's me because I'm in
your car," he told Dunn.


"She?" Dunn said as Adrian got out.


Nessie was shocked to see him. "Daddy, that's not our
car!" she said like she thought he might have gotten into the wrong car by
mistake.


"No, it's better," Dunn muttered. Nessie couldn't
have heard him, but Adrian still gave him a dirty look.


Now Nessie noticed him and went from pointing at his car to
pointing at Dunn. "There's someone in the car. Look."


"Yes, he drove me here," Adrian told her and
picked her up so he could give her a kiss.


For some reason, Dunn got out of the car too and that forced
  Adrian to make introductions. It was that or be a bad role model for his kid.


He started with Nessie. "This is Nessie, my
daughter."


"Nessie, like the Loch Ness monster?" Dunn asked.


She looked at Adrian like she didn't know if that was right
or not, then decided she was a monster and made a growly face at him.


Adrian shook his head. "You're not a monster," he
said and kissed her tiny, growling face. But now he noticed that Luna was
giving him an amused look while at the same time eyeing Dunn. What was that
about?


"And this is Luna, Nessie's nanny, and also a talented
painter," Adrian said and she looked surprised at how he introduced her.
"This is Mr. Dunn. He was in business with Great-Uncle Arthur."


"And is currently in business with you," Dunn
said. "Wonderful to meet you both. So you're all going to have
lunch?" Dunn sounded like he was angling for an invitation, but that
couldn't be right.


At first Adrian was going to sidestep his hint, if that's
what it was, but then he thought better of it. "How would you like to come
have lunch with us?" Adrian asked Dunn and waited for him to accept before
telling him, "We're going to Ducky's."


"Where?" Dunn said while Nessie started
celebrating.


"I thought we were going to Michelle's," Luna
said, and now Nessie looked conflicted.


"They have the daisy cakes," she said.


That created a conflict for Adrian too, so he settled for
letting Nessie decide Dunn's fate. "So where would you rather go?"


Nessie thought hard, then pouted and declared very
seriously. "Michelle's because of the daisy cakes."


"Oh dude, she just saved you. She just saved your
life," Luna said to Dunn, but he didn't look convinced until she got out
her phone. "This vid is from the last time Nessie was there." She
played a little of it and Dunn looked shocked and appalled, while Nessie leaned
over for a look and then clapped at all the colorful, noisy fun, and the
dancing and singing people in duck costumes.


"Do I have a copy of that?" Adrian asked.


"You do," Luna assured him.


 


Instead of duck costumed antics, they enjoyed a perfectly
civilized lunch with no kids screaming, and Dunn and Luna talked about the
local art scene which Adrian knew nothing about. Whenever Luna tried to find
out more about the investigative agency they co-owned, Adrian made sure to
steer the conversation to something else, usually by getting Nessie to chatter.


The rest of the time he kept her busy by making napkin dolls
for her and making them dance. At one point Dunn leaned over to whisper in his
ear, "Are you making voodoo dolls?"


"Napkin dolls," Adrian told him.


"Good. Don't mess with that stuff," Dunn said
seriously. He took that act of his too far.


After lunch, Luna took Nessie home, and Dunn drove Adrian to get his car. Once they were alone, Dunn asked, "So you're ashamed of my
line of work?"


That seemed to bother him and Adrian was surprised. But he
couldn't deny how he really felt about it. "You con people," he said
simply.


"So it's not the supernatural aspect, it's that you
think I'm deceiving people?" Dunn asked.


"I can't say how I would feel about the 'supernatural
aspect' if I thought it was real," Adrian said honestly.


"So you might scorn my line of work either way,"
Dunn said, and Adrian didn't know why he felt this pang at the thought that
Dunn's feelings might be hurt. It was ridiculous.






Chapter 3


 


Two days later Adrian stopped by the office of Milner &
Dunn Investigations. After all he was supposed to make a nuisance of himself
until Dunn got sick of him and bought him out. That meant dropping in
unannounced, asking unwelcome questions and maybe interfering.


He had already had a look at the books and found that the
business was profitable because of the ridiculously high fees Dunn charged. He
had asked Dunn to send him copies of the files, but now he was actually in his
office looking at the gorgeous man who was behind the scam.


As he went into his partner's office, Dunn stood up from
behind his desk, and Adrian admired his movements and the lines of his body. He
couldn't help it, and he couldn't help thinking about running his hands over
him, exploring him.


"You haven't made much use of your office," Dunn
said gesturing toward the office next door which now had his name on it.


"I haven't even stepped foot in there," Adrian said.


"So you came to check on things. Maybe you want to know
how things are going at Lloyd's?" Dunn asked while crossing his arms and
sitting on the edge of his desk.


"Do I want to know?" Adrian said and he was pretty
sure he didn't.


Dunn made an unhappy noise. "Like I thought, the
problem isn't solved. I'm going back to Lloyd's to see what I missed."


"Missed? So was the ghost hiding from you?" Adrian said. He wasn't serious but Dunn answered him like he was.


"Not likely. It's something else. I took a deeper look
at the history of the house, but there's nothing significant," Dunn said
while frowning. "That doesn't mean nothing ugly happened. Those are
exactly the kinds of things that stay secret."


"So what is going on over there now that makes you
think a ghost is still at work. Moldy cheese? A broken vacuum?"


"No. The stairs are broken again," Dunn said.


"Seriously?" Adrian couldn't believe it.


"The new stairs were very solid when I looked at them
the last time I was there," Dunn said and Adrian tried not to picture him
bending down to get a good look. "This is what they look like now."
Coming over to him, Dunn showed him a video on his phone.


With him standing too close, Adrian did his best to focus on
the video. It showed all the stairs cracked down the middle and the railing
hanging off to one side. "That's crazy."


"That level of destruction... What did I miss?"
Dunn said.


Adrian narrowed his eyes at him. "Are you sure you're
not just trying to con more money out of Lloyd?"


"Think what you want, but this is real and it could
even get dangerous."


"Like someone falling down the stairs?" Adrian said.


"Among other things." Dunn didn't explain what he
meant by that.


"This has to be a structural fault or regular human
destruction," Adrian said.


"Lloyd called on me to solve this problem, not a
structural engineer. The cleansing didn't work," Dunn insisted.


"Of course it didn't work. You waved around some
flaming weeds and said random stuff to no one," Adrian said letting
himself get exasperated.


Dunn only stared at him levelly then said, "I'm going
back to Lloyd's to investigate. I assume you're not coming."


"Oh, I'm coming. I'm going to talk him out of this
nonsense," Adrian decided.


Dunn shrugged. "You can try."


 


They arrived at Lloyd's, and this time Adrian was determined
to talk some sense into him. But first Lloyd showed them inside and waved his
hand at the destroyed stairs. "As you see, it's a disaster."


The damage to the stairway looked even worse in person.
While Dunn bent down in that distracting way, Adrian said to Lloyd, "Don't
you think it's time to put in some cameras and find out what's really going on?"


"I have cameras," he said and looked at Dunn.


"Didn't I tell you he did?" Dunn said. "Some
people claim they can show paranormal entities, but that's only when they
deliberately interact with the cameras."


Adrian was confused. "Are you saying there is video of
this happening?" he said pointing at the stairs.


"Yes, both times," Lloyd said. "But it
doesn't show very much."


"I'd like to see it. Is that possible?" Adrian asked.


"Of course," Lloyd said and Dunn shrugged.


 


Dunn stayed behind while Lloyd took Adrian to a spacious
office. In there he had a look at both videos. Adrian didn't know what he was
looking at. Everything was fine then the video went to static, but Adrian would have sworn he was seeing something in the static. No, he was imagining it, but
it looked kind of like a face with its mouth open. It had to be his
imagination.


When the video came back, the stairs were broken and the
railing was hanging sideways. How could that happen? Dunn couldn't be right.
This couldn't be supernatural.


It was like that with the video of each incident that
happened in the kitchen, dining room, and living room. He got to see the before
and after but not what actually happened.


While grappling with what was real and what wasn't, Adrian looked at the video footage for the time before the stairs broke the last time.
Nothing interesting, just an older woman on her cell phone walking up the
stairs a few minutes before.


"That's my mother," Lloyd said. "She's
staying with me for the holidays. She was probably going back up after getting
a midnight snack. What a relief that she wasn't on the stairs when that
happened."


Adrian couldn't help thinking that she might be connected to
what happened. No. How would she be connected unless this tiny, old lady
weighed a million pounds? Still, Adrian looked at the video before the other
time the stairs broke, and there she was again, going down the stairs this time
and on the phone again a few minutes before the stairs cracked.


Looking at more of the videos, Adrian saw that when the other
things were broken, she wasn't around. And at other times when she was on the
stairs, nothing happened.


 


"Told you video wouldn't do you much good," Dunn
said suddenly as he came in and Adrian jumped.


Looking around, he realized that while he was wrapped up in
watching the videos, Lloyd had left. He got carried away.


"I noticed that Lloyd's mother was on the stairs both
times before they were broken," Adrian said.


"I noticed the same thing when Lloyd sent me the
videos," Dunn told him coming up behind him just as Adrian stood up and
nearly caused a collision.


Adrian took a step back and bumped into the desk. "So
why did I just waste my time looking at all this?" he asked and tried not
to pay too much attention to how excited he got being face to face with Dunn
and so close to him.


"Because you needed to see it for yourself. You
wouldn't have taken my word for it," Dunn told him, not at all concerned
that he wasted his time. Of course Adrian didn't tell him about that face he
thought he saw. After all, he only imagined it.


"You were at this for a while. You're getting into
it," Dunn said, and he was right. Adrian was getting into it too much.


What was wrong with him? There had to be a logical
explanation. "I still say it's a structural issue."


"And what about the mess in the kitchen?" Adrian asked.


"The fridge and..."


"No. The stuff that happened this morning." Dunn
nodded toward the monitor. "Check it out."


Turning back to the desk, Adrian found the right footage and
watched as the video of the empty kitchen went to static. There was no face in
it this time, but when the video came back, food and dishes were strewn all
around the kitchen like a tornado hit it.


"So what do you call that?" Dunn challenged him.
"An indoor hurricane."


Adrian didn't answer him just looked at what happened
before. But nothing did. It was around five in the morning and the kitchen was
empty for hours before that.


"Lloyd's mother was on the stairs both times before
they cracked, but she's not nearby when anything else happens," Adrian said and Dunn nodded.


"I noticed the same thing. It might be nothing,"
Dunn said. "But we should still have a little talk with her."


"We?"


"You mean you don't want to?" Dunn asked.


Adrian would be lying if he said that. "I want to hear
what your talk is going to be about."


 


Helen, Lloyd's mother, was petite with her hair a white
gray. She was the picture of a cute, old lady. They talked to her over coffee
and crumb cake.


"This place has been such terrible luck for poor
Lloyd," she said, shaking her head. "But do you really think it could
be a ghost? I mean, really?"


"How else would you explain it?" Dunn asked.


"Things just happen," she said vaguely.


"Well, we just came from another job. Over there, it
isn't only things being damaged. They left it for too long without calling me
and their poor dog..." Dunn shook his head like something terrible
happened to the dog. Except they didn't come from any other client.


"Was he injured?" Helen asked, concerned for the
nonexistent pup.


"Yes, badly. The owners are heartbroken, but it could
have just as easily been one of them. These things tend to escalate from
attacks on things to attacks on people," Dunn told her.


Helen frowned and Adrian couldn't tell if she believed Dunn
or not.


But now Dunn was getting down to business and asking her,
"Have you seen anything strange yourself?"


"I saw what happened to that fridge, and I saw the
kitchen this morning. Of course, who could miss those stairs," she said.


"Have you seen anything firsthand that you couldn't
explain, even if it's minor?" Dunn asked her.


She thought about it. "My window. I mean the window in
the guest room. It just won't stay closed."


Dunn nodded. "I did sense something there. I was going
to ask you about it." Adrian was pretty sure he was lying. When they were
in her room last time, he hadn't paid any special attention to the window.
"I'll need to have a close look at that window," Dunn said while Adrian was thinking a handyman should have a look at it.


Listening to Dunn lying to Helen, he couldn't remember him
lying to Lloyd. Maybe he saved his lies for her because she was the skeptic.


She didn't have anything more so they went up to the guest
room. In there, Dunn peered closely at the window. "Something is fixated
on this window. I should have noticed it before," he said. "Wonder if
this is its gateway."


"Gateway?" Adrian said though he didn't want to
hear any more about ghosts.


"Apparitions often have a specific location where their
essence is concentrated. It might be a place of trauma. The gateway is the passage
that an apparition has chosen for spreading its influence beyond that. But why
would it be coming in from the outside?" he asked.


Rushing out of the room, Dunn went downstairs while Adrian followed him more slowly and felt like an idiot for chasing after him. Dunn went
outside into the cold through a set of French doors and looked up at the guest
room window. Next he stared around and then went over to a fountain with a
trickle of water coming from a hand of a mermaid sitting on its edge.


"Water can be a gateway too. But I don't know. I don't
sense anything here," Dunn was saying then he noticed that Adrian had his phone out and was taking a picture. "Are you being a good assistant
and taking that pic as evidence?" Dunn asked.


"No. I'm taking it for Nessie," Adrian told him
then saw the odd look Dunn was giving him. "Are you shocked that a little
girl is into mermaids?"


"No, but for a humorless guy with no imagination,
you're a nice dad," Dunn said and Adrian glared at him for that mix of
compliment and insults.


Dunn shrugged and grumbled. "Try to say something nice
about a guy."


Adrian didn't bother pointing out that what he said wasn't
that nice. "So what's next?" he asked.


"I want to have a look at this place at night.
Apparitions are more active then and more powerful," Dunn said.


"You mean you're going to prowl around the place while
people are sleeping?" Adrian asked and grimaced at him.


"Lloyd mentioned going to some holiday, charity thing
that will run late. We'll do it then," Dunn said.


"We? We?"


"Too spooky for you?" Dunn asked.


"More like too stupid," Adrian told him, but he
didn't like the idea of letting Dunn have the run of the house without him
there to watch him. "Fine. I'll be there."


 


As they were leaving, he checked the time and told Dunn.
"This is cutting it a little too close. I need to be back for a
lecture."


"Lecture?"


"I teach public administration courses," Adrian said. "I shouldn't have stayed here this long." Looking at all those
videos ate up more time than he realized. Why was he always letting Dunn
distract him?


"Hasn't winter break started yet?" Dunn asked.


"Not yet," Adrian told him. "Finals are
coming up."


"I can take you straight to your lecture," Dunn
offered. "Where is it?"


"It's an online class. I work from home so I can be
there for Nessie," Adrian told him.


"Then I'll drop you off there. Be your chauffeur
again," Dunn said smugly.


"You just want me to owe you."


"So you acknowledge that you owe me. Good," Dunn
said.


Adrian didn't like the sound of that, but if Dunn drove him
home, he would have a few minutes to review his notes and not feel too rushed.
So maybe owing him was worth it.


 


Arriving in front of his house, Dunn shut off the engine and
got out. Adrian was not thrilled about that. He was hoping he'd drop him off and
leave, but he didn't want to be ungrateful.


Nessie and Luna were at the front door, waiting for him. Now
Nessie was yelling excitedly. "I know your car! I know your car!" As Adrian went closer, she put up her arms to be picked up. "I was waiting for you,
Daddy."


"I have to do my lecture," he told her so she
wouldn't expect him to play with her.


"It's quiet time," Nessie whispered and pinched
her mouth shut with the fingers of both hands.


Dunn and Luna were greeting each other, and he was asking
her, "What smells so good? Cooking something?" Was he inviting
himself to lunch again?


Luna told him she was making carrot soup and zucchini
muffins. "Are they good?" Dunn asked Nessie.


She nodded. "You want some?" Nessie asked him.


"Yes, have some soup and muffins," Adrian said sarcastically expecting that Dunn wouldn't want them.


But Dunn smiled and said. "I would love to. Thank
you."


 


Adrian knew that Dunn invited himself to lunch only because
it was obvious Adrian didn't want him to join them. He didn't even change his
mind when he found out that Adrian would be giving a one hour lecture, and they
would be having lunch after he was done.


As he gathered the notes he wanted to review, Adrian showed him into the living room, and Nessie instructed him, "Daddy is teaching.
We have to be quiet."


"I don't think I can be quiet for that long," Dunn
said as he dropped down on the couch and Adrian wondered what he thought of the
comfortable living room with toys scattered all over it.


Nessie said, "Shhhhh." Then she clambered on the
couch next to Dunn and pinched his lips shut while giving him a frowny face.


"I'm good now," Dunn tried to tell her, but of
course that was talking so she pinched his lips even harder and her face got
even more frowny.


As Dunn stayed quiet, she got bored and got down so she
could draw on some construction paper that was on the coffee table. Now Dunn
looked at Adrian standing in the doorway to the living room. He didn't fail to
notice that Adrian didn't help him, so he mouthed at him,
"Heartless."


What did he expect? But Adrian found the sight of Dunn
sitting in his living room while Nessie was drawing did something to him. It
made his chest tight with a longing that he thought he had set aside, a longing
for someone to share his life. What did that have to do with Dunn though?
Nothing, that's what.


 






Chapter 4


 


Adrian couldn't believe he was meeting Dunn at his office at
ten at night so they could walk around Lloyd's house and look for ghosts. But
here he was, arriving at the office just as Dunn was coming downstairs.


"You brought a flashlight," Dunn noticed.


"I figured I should. Or are we turning all the lights
on?" Adrian asked as they headed out.


"No. I need to know what happens in the dark,"
Dunn said.


Adrian tried not to let himself think too much about finding
himself alone with Dunn in the dark. But Dunn made him think indecent thoughts
even in daylight, so that was hopeless.


 


At Lloyd's, they let themselves into the dark house and
turned their flashlights on. "Anything spooky on your radar?" Adrian asked as Dunn went toward the stairs which had temporary steps instead of the
broken ones.


"There are traces of a presence but nothing is here
now," Dunn said.


"So we're wasting our time here?" Adrian said, but Dunn ignored him and went to the kitchen. He lingered in there, but didn't
'sense' anything.


He went all over the house, upstairs and downstairs. Then
when they were going back down, Dunn stopped suddenly on the bottom step so
that Adrian almost ran into him.


"I'm missing something," he said. "It comes
and goes. Why?"


"Lloyd's mother isn't here, or Lloyd himself," Adrian said, just playing along.


"There was no apparition when they were here either.
It's something else. I'll have to try setting up wards," Dunn said.


"Wards?"


"Packets of things that repel ghosts. A strong one at
that window for sure," Dunn said and headed for the front door.


"Are you doing that now?" Adrian asked.


"I don't have them. I have to put in an order with
Jackie, the woman who makes them for me. I won't have much to tell her. They'll
have to be generic," he said.


"I thought we were leaving," Adrian said as Dunn
headed away from his car. He was going toward the mermaid fountain then he
looked up at Helen's window.


Adrian looked at Dunn instead, watched his breath fog in the
cold, night air. He was so good-looking, if he wasn't in the business of
pretending ghosts were real... But he was, and he probably wouldn't be into Adrian anyway.


Why was he thinking about this? Because moonlight was
shining off Dunn's face, from his eyes?


Or was it because he knew he shouldn't be here. Was Dunn
ever going to get tired of his interference? Maybe Dunn enjoyed having a
audience. Which meant Adrian was working against himself here and at the same
time getting sucked into this whole ghost hunting thing.


Then Dunn turned to him and he was blindingly handsome.
"Something on your mind?" he asked.


"Just feeling stupid for doing this," Adrian admitted.


"We're helping a good guy. Think of it that way,"
Dunn said.


"Are you saying you're actually fond of Lloyd?" Adrian asked.


"Why not? He's a nice guy, works tirelessly for
charitable causes," Dunn said. "The LGBTQ+ youth shelter wouldn't
exist if it wasn't for him."


"Then you could help him for free," Adrian said.


"You want our business to go bankrupt?" Dunn
asked.


"I want you to buy me out," Adrian said. "And
on that subject, I've been wondering something all this time. Why did my
great-uncle go into business with you?"


"Oh, I thought you didn't ask because you knew I
wouldn't tell you," Dunn said and Adrian looked at him with surprise.


"It's a secret?"


"It's confidential," Dunn said. "That's an
important aspect of our business."


"Are you saying Arthur was a client before he went into
business with you? Did you blackmail him?" Adrian asked because it was the
first thing that popped into his head.


Dunn looked mad and hurt and then he walked away. "I'll
order those wards and be back to place them here. But I'm sure you're not
interested in that."


Adrian had this urge to apologize, but for what? Was he supposed
to not think the worst of a guy who swindled people who believed in ghosts?


He still hurried after Dunn and caught up to him next to one
of the lights that lit the garden paths. Touching Dunn's arm to get his
attention, Adrian was startled when he wheeled on him, his expression fierce,
pained.


Dunn grabbed him by the shoulders, got into his personal
space and asked him, "Do you want to find out how low I can stoop? Do you
want to feel it?"


His gaze sank into Adrian's, the look in his eyes flashing
between sorrow and anger until Adrian whispered his name, "Dunn."


Now Dunn shut his eyes and clenched his fists while
breathing hard, trying to regain control over himself.


"Sorry," Adrian said despite himself. He hadn't
meant to apologize, but he also hadn't meant to hurt him. He didn't even
realize he could.


"You know sometimes even the worst people do something
decent," Dunn said sounding anguished.


"I didn't mean it. I'm sorry. I don't know you, but I
don't think you're the worst person," Adrian told him.


"Well, I'm no saint," Dunn said looking troubled,
like things weighed on him even as he was defending himself against Adrian's
thoughtless accusation.


"My great-uncle might have seen the good in you," Adrian allowed.


"But you don't," Dunn said sounding resigned.


"Maybe I just don't understand," Adrian said.


"No, you don't, and you won't until you see something
for yourself, feel how real it is, how frightening. Then you'll know why people
call someone like me." Dunn then added, "And pay me good money for
what I do."


"Right," Adrian said with a wry smile. When there
was money involved, a lot of people didn't act with complete honor and honesty.
Maybe Dunn wasn't that different from a salesperson going after a commission.
Except he was selling something that didn't exist. But there was something real
and strange going on here, something that couldn't be explained away easily.


"You're thinking too hard about it," Dunn said and
touched his arm lightly for just a second.


The meaningless touch sent a shiver through him, and Adrian found himself staring at Dunn again as he looked up at the sky. "I keep
waiting for snow when it gets cold like this. I bet your kid would love it if
it snowed."


"Sure. Every kid does," Adrian told him. "I'm
sure you wished for snow when you were a kid."


"I don't remember," Dunn said and walked away down
the garden path, his shadow mingling with the clawed shadows of the bare
branches of trees.


Looking after him, Adrian told himself not to try to figure
him out, not to get tangled up with him any more than this. But there was this
thought in his head that it was too late, that it had been too late since the
moment he met Dunn.


 






Chapter 5


 


Adrian had finished his last class for the day when a text
from Dunn told him he was stopping by. What he meant by that was that he was
already right outside his door. Adrian opened the door to him and Nessie came
out in the hall to see who it was.


"It's Daddy buddy," Nessie said.


"Who?" Dunn asked as he stood in the doorway.


"You," Nessie said and pointed at Dunn.


"Is that who I am?" he said and gave Adrian an amused look.


Adrian corrected her. "I just have some work to do with
Mr. Dunn."


Luna came out to say hi to Dunn too, then she took Nessie to
have her snack. Left alone with Adrian, Dunn asked him, "Is that right?
You want to take part in my dubious work?"


"You came here," Adrian pointed out as he led the
way to his office. Dunn didn't seem upset like he was when Adrian offhandedly
accused him of getting Great-Uncle Arthur involved in his business through
blackmail. He only seemed to be teasing.


"I set up the wards at Lloyd's house," Dunn said
as he looked around Adrian's basic, unimpressive office.


"Hopefully nothing more happens," Adrian said. He didn't believe in these wards, but he also didn't want to hear about
another disaster at that house.


"Something did happen," Dunn told him.


"Your magic wards didn't work then," Adrian concluded, not that he expected them to do anything.


"Oh, they worked," Dunn claimed as he made himself
comfortable on the sofa in Adrian's office. "The wards kept the entity out
of the house, but it struck anyway. It was while Lloyd and his mother were
browsing at some charity bazaar. The merchandise around them went into a crazy
spin, started flying around."


"Maybe it was just a tornado or some kind of
whirlwind," Adrian said.


Dunn got his phone out. "Someone got it on video and
Lloyd got me a copy." He moved over like he expected Adrian to sit next to
him on the sofa.


Instead of getting cozy with him on that two seater, Adrian stood over him and watched the video. "That's like the video of what happened
in the kitchen. Everything is normal, then weird static then everything is all
over the place, except this time Lloyd and his mother are in the center of
it," Adrian noted.


"This has to be the same apparition that haunted the
house, but it doesn't seem to be attached to the house at all," Dunn said.


"So what does this mean?" Adrian asked, afraid to
hear the answer.


"It's Lloyd and his mother. One or both of them are
being haunted, and I don't have the first clue why." Dunn's expression was
both grim and puzzled.


"So what's so troubling about this as opposed to a
haunted house?" Adrian asked.


"An apparition that haunts a house might simply be
territorial or acting out of some trauma or a wrong done to them by anyone. The
people in the house are just innocent victims, convenient targets," Dunn
said. "When a person is being haunted, then they must have done something,
or the entity haunting them is evil."


"So which one is it?" Adrian wondered.


Dunn shook his head. "I didn't sense evil. There's
anger in the destruction, possibly righteous anger."


"Now you think Lloyd might be a bad guy?" Adrian asked. "You were saying how nice and charitable he was."


"That doesn't mean he never did anything wrong. And it
could also be his mother," Dunn pointed out.


"My money is on Lloyd," Adrian said, but he
couldn't really take all this as fact.


"I'll need to talk to him. And, no, you are not
invited," Dunn said.


"So you're planning to pry deep, dark secrets from
him," Adrian said. "Is this where your confidentiality comes
in?"


"Sure does. Maybe I'll get some blackmail material on
him," Dunn said with a bitter edge to his voice. So the anger was still
there, under the surface.


Adrian shook his head. "Why would he tell you
anything?"


"To stop the haunting. These things only get worse if
they're not resolved," Dunn said.


"Like what you said to Helen?" Adrian asked.


"Exactly. And if the person being haunted did something
wrong, a simple cleansing or even an exorcism won't do any good," he
claimed.


"So how do you resolve the problem?" Adrian asked.


"Justice or atonement," Dunn said simply.


But those things weren't simple at all. "What are the
chances of that happening?" Adrian wondered.


"It has to happen," Dunn stated. "Or no one
will have peace."


Adrian sighed. "So now you're going to ask Lloyd to
spill all his dirtiest secrets to you?"


"And I'll have a talk with his mother too. You can be
present for that one," Dunn said generously and threw his arm over the back
of Adrian's sofa.


"Really?" Adrian narrowed his eyes at him. He must
have an agenda.


Dunn told him his reason. "I don't think Helen trusts
me. When we spoke to her the last time, she seemed a little skeptical of
me."


"Yes. Smart lady," Adrian said.


"So you'll be there to back me up and lend me an air of
credibility?" Dunn said.


"I will. I want to keep you miscreance to a
minimum," Adrian told him.


"Miscreance?" Dunn said and raised an eyebrow at
him, but Adrian was the one who had to question what he was doing. Honestly, he
did want to keep an eye on Dunn. But he also wanted to see this case to the
end, see the trouble resolved and maybe even find out what was really going on.


Spending time with Dunn wasn't his reason. It was just
unavoidable.


 


Knowing that Dunn was taking Lloyd out for drinks so he
could loosen his tongue, Adrian couldn't help wondering how that was going. He
would find out the next day when Dunn said he and Adrian were supposed to talk
with his mother.


That night, after Nessie was in bed and Luna was out with
her friends, Adrian was grading some assignments when Dunn texted him.


"Ok if I drop by?" he was asking.


"Sure," Adrian texted back, but he grumbled at
himself for the surge of excitement he felt over this completely meaningless,
time-wasting, late night visit. He wouldn't be human if he didn't find Dunn
attractive, but that didn't mean he should get carried away with any feelings
that would only cause him trouble.


When Dunn got there, Adrian offered him a drink, but gave
him only two choices. "Water or coffee?"


"Are you trying to sober me up?" Dunn accused him.


"Do I need to?" Adrian wondered.


"Yes, and I'll take coffee," Dunn said and then
followed him into the kitchen. As he watched Adrian make coffee, Dunn told him
about his drunk Lloyd interrogation. "Lloyd blames himself for quite a few
things in his life, but as far as I can tell, none of them are really his
fault."


"Is that up to you to decide?" Adrian asked.


Dunn didn't bother addressing that. "The point is
nothing he told me sounds promising. None of it seemed like a likely
motive."


"You're biased," Adrian said to him. "You
just don't want to believe that Lloyd isn't the do-gooder you think he
is."


"In any case, that leaves the mother," Dunn
concluded.


"How likely is she to have done something to make her
worth haunting?" Adrian wondered.


"Have you considered that you might be ageist?"
Dunn asked him. "And anyway, a grudge doesn't have to be based on
something that was meant to do harm. A ghost could hold a grudge over an
accident, or even something that had unintended consequences."


"So what was the point of trying to pry dirty secrets
out of Lloyd when the motive could be any random thing?" Adrian asked
letting his voice rise, but Dunn only shrugged.


Then he reminded him, "Isn't Nessie sleeping?"


"At least when you talk to Lloyd's mother, you're not
going to come right out and accuse her of burying bodies of ex lovers under the
rose bushes, are you?" Adrian asked sharply.


Instead of reassuring him that he wouldn't, Dunn told him,
"Since you're worried about how I'll speak to her, it's a good thing
you'll be there. I'm taking her to Persimmon Tree Teahouse for lunch."


"I've heard of that place," Adrian said
recognizing the name. "But I can only make it at one or later, after my
morning class and my office hours." He wouldn't be heartbroken if that
didn't work for Dunn.


"That works. Then we'll both badger her until she
cracks," Dunn said, but Adrian knew he wouldn't do anything to offend his
clients.


He did question his motives for grilling Lloyd, and that
brought him to the idea of blackmail. He couldn't let go of the idea that Dunn
wanted to have some dirt to hold over his clients. But after the way he reacted
to the accusation of blackmailing his great-uncle, Adrian wasn't about to say
anything.


 


They were both having their coffees while leaning against
the kitchen counter and staring out the window over the sink. It showed the
back garden lit up by the porch light and also the reflection of the two of
them.


Absently, Adrian focused on Dunn, his short, dark beard,
golden brown eyes, those broad shoulders, firm chest. When he started to
picture Dunn with one after another layer of clothing gone, he knew he needed
to shake himself out of it and not let his mind wander like that especially
with Dunn right next to him.


He was proven right when Dunn eyed him knowingly and asked,
"Something on your mind?" He smirked because the bastard knew that
anyone with a pulse would start picturing him naked sooner or later.


"A few things," Adrian said, keeping it
deliberately vague.


"You can share with me," Dunn said and nudged him
with his shoulder. "We're partners after all."


Adrian grumbled at that and felt Dunn put an arm around him
all of a sudden. It sent a shock through him, but he tried not to let on.


"You're being friendly," Adrian said gruffly even
as incredible warmth suffused him. "Are you drunk?"


"Buzzed," Dunn said and dropped his arm. His
expression was distant, distracted. "Was I maybe acting
inappropriately?" he asked in an odd voice.


"Not much," Adrian said, but he felt like he was
missing something.


Pushing away from the counter, Dunn swung around and put his
hands on the edge of the counter on either side of Adrian as he faced him at
close range. A smile playing on his lips, Dunn asked, "And now?"


"Almost," Adrian said and found himself
breathless.


"OK," Dunn said and stepped forward, leaving less
than an inch of space between them. "And how about now?"


"Close," Adrian breathed huskily like he was
asking for more. And maybe he was, but then he heard Nessie crying and he
pushed past Dunn as he ran to her room.


As soon as she saw him in the doorway, Nessie reached out
her arms to him. "Daddy!" she cried.


"What's the matter?" Adrian asked while he held
her and she sniffled.


"Daddy, the bear was too big," she said pitifully.


"Too big?"


"He couldn't come in. Daddy, he couldn't come inside
and live with me. He was too big," she said mournfully and started crying
again.


"Oh, I'm sorry. The bear just needs a bigger
house," Adrian told her as he wiped her tears and grabbed a tissue to wipe
her tiny nose.


"A big house, yeah," she said and nodded.


Encouraging her to lie back down, Adrian kissed her little
face. "Now close your eyes and have a nice dream about a big house for the
big bear."


She nodded and snuggled against her pillow like she was
eager to give the bear that big house he needed.


 


After he waited for her to go back to sleep, Adrian went to the kitchen and was surprised to find that Dunn was still there.


"Is she OK?" he asked with his brow furrowed.


"She's fine. She had a nightmare," Adrian told him. Did Dunn wait because he was worried?


It seemed that he was still worried. "A
nightmare," Dunn said with that serious look of concern on his incredibly
handsome face.


"She had a nightmare about a bear that was too big to
fit in the house," Adrian said and Dunn's expression became confused then
brightened.


"That kind of nightmare."


"Yeah. Nothing serious," Adrian said to him and
sipped the last of his coffee, which had cooled completely now.


"You still took it seriously," Dunn said eyeing
him too closely for his comfort. "You were gone a while."


"Just waited for her to fall asleep," Adrian said.


"Because you're a good dad," Dunn said
thoughtfully like he was still troubled though Adrian didn't think it was about
Nessie.


"You want to talk about something?" Adrian asked.


Dunn shook his head immediately, not even considering the
offer or asking what he was supposed to talk about. "I pry secrets out of
people, not the other way around," he said.


"Secrets?" Adrian said.


"Oh, I guess I said too much already." Dunn smiled
enigmatically then pointed at him. "You might be dangerous."


With that he took off, and Adrian was left with a strange
feeling that he came close to something tonight. But he wasn't sure what. A
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